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Genesis 28:10-22

Let us pray for an awareness of and inspiration from God’s Spirit.

Startle us, O God, with the sheer, unapologetic wonder of your presence.
Shake us out of our calculated routines and comfortable certainties. Disrupt our
preoccupation with the mundane, so that we may finally recognize the astonishing,
breathtaking truth of your love and your spirit moving right here in our midst.

Amen.

We continue our series of road trip stories — stories that happen along the
way, or on a journey. Today we turn to part of Jacob’s story in Genesis. Jacob is the
son of Isaac and Rebekah. Jacob and his slightly older brother are twins. They have
an intense sibling rivalry that started from their jostling in the womb. As Esau was
born, Jacob follows with his hand holding Esau’s heel. There are two major events
in Jacob and Esau’s lives. The first is when Esau sells his birthright to Jacob for a
bowl of stew. Esau was hungry after hunting, and asked for a bowl of stew that
Jacob had prepared, but Jacob would only give it to Esau if he swore to give him
his birthright. The birthright for the older brother was a big deal. It consisted of a
double portion of inheritance, the status of being the recognized head and leader of
the family, and bore the responsibility of the priestly duties to maintain the

covenant with God.



The second incident involves a blessing from Isaac, their father. When Isaac
was advanced in age, and nearly blind, he wanted to bless his son Esau. This
blessing would confer the lineage to Esau, even though Esau had previously sold
his birthright. Esau is instructed by Isaac to go hunt and prepare a meal for his
father. Jacob & Esau’s mother Rebekah has overheard this and hatched a plot to
have Isaac bless her favorite son Jacob instead. Jacob follows the plan and Isaac
gives the blessing to Jacob. When Esau learns of Jacob and Rebekah’s deception
and the stealing of the blessing, he becomes enraged, and declares that he will kill
Jacob once their father dies. Rebekah tells Jacob of the plan and directs him to
leave to go to Haran, where Jacob’s uncle lives and to remain there until Esau is no
longer upset and will not kill his brother. Our reading for today picks up the story
as Jacob leaves and hits the road to avoid being killed.

Listen for a word from God.

Jacob left Beer-sheba and went toward Haran. He came to a certain place
and stayed there for the night, because the sun had set. Taking one of the stones of
the place, he put it under his head and lay down in that place. '> And he dreamed
that there was a stairway set up on the earth, the top of it reaching to heaven, and
the angels of God were ascending and descending on it. 1> And the Lord stood
beside him and said, “I am the Lord, the God of Abraham your father and the God
of Isaac; the land on which you lie I will give to you and to your offspring, '*and
your offspring shall be like the dust of the earth, and you shall spread abroad to the
west and to the east and to the north and to the south, and all the families of the
earth shall be blessed in you and in your offspring. '° Know that I am with you and
will keep you wherever you go and will bring you back to this land, for I will not
leave you until I have done what I have promised you.” '® Then Jacob woke from
his sleep and said, “Surely the Lord is in this place—and I did not know it!” '” And
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he was afraid and said, “How awesome is this place! This is none other than the
house of God, and this is the gate of heaven.”

18 S0 Jacob rose early in the morning, and he took the stone that he had put
under his head and set it up for a pillar and poured oil on the top of it. '* He called
that place Bethel, but the name of the city was Luz at the first. 2 Then Jacob made
a vow, saying, “If God will be with me and will keep me in this way that I go and
will give me bread to eat and clothing to wear, 2! so that I come again to my
father’s house in peace, then the Lord shall be my God, 2% and this stone, which I
have set up for a pillar, shall be God’s house, and of all that you give me I will
surely give one-tenth to you.”

Jacob is running for his life because he has stolen the birthright and the
blessing that belonged to Esau. The very thing he bargained for and won through
deception, he is now bereft of. No birthright and no blessing. No place, no
inheritance, no family, an uncertain future. He is on his own, in a strange place,
with no one. Not even an adequate bed or tent. He finds himself in the middle of
nowhere, at night, and with a stone for a pillow.

This is not a moment of victory for Jacob. He is running for his life. He is
vulnerable and alone. He has lost everything. There is nothing to do but camp out
in the wilderness and rest before he continues to some kind of future. Jacob falls
asleep and has a dream.

In his dream he sees a staircase, or ladder, between heaven and earth. On the
staircase moving up and down between heaven and earth are angels; God’s
messengers. And then, rather unexpectedly, God is standing next to Jacob and God
makes some stunning promises to Jacob. God tells Jacob that the land he is lying
on will be his, that he will have many offspring, that they will spread north, south,
east, and west and be a blessing for the whole world. God declares that God will be

with Jacob and never leave him.



This is not what is expected. As so often happens in stories from the bible,
God does not act in the way we might expect. Jacob — liar, cheat, and trickster
Jacob — does not, in fact, get what he deserves. I might expect that Jacob would
have a dream where he is rejected by God. Where he 1s forced to realize the impact
of his actions and make amends before he can be welcomed back into the family.
Maybe even a “who do you think you are?”” from God. But that is not how the
story goes. Instead, we get a God who shows up. We get a reiteration of promises
made to Jacob’s ancestors about land, offspring, and God’s presence. There is
protection and promise in God’s words. Again, not at all what many of us would
expect.

One scholar' says this story is reminiscent of the Prodigal Son — the story of
a younger son who received his inheritance in an odd way. A son who travels to a
far-away land. Later, like the Prodigal Son, Jacob will return home after
experiencing great difficulties. He will be humbled and when he comes back, he
will be welcomed with hugs and kisses, even from the people he has wronged. Just
like the Prodigal Son, Jacob, in his dream, receives undeserved grace.

When Jacob wakes up from this amazing dream, he can’t believe it and he
says, “Surely the Lord is in this place—and I did not know it!” Jacob, who has lost
everything, even thinks he has lost God. But his dream has told him otherwise.

Jacob declares, “How awesome is this place! This is none other than the
house of God, and this is the gate of heaven!” Place is important — and the word
shows up a number of times in this passage. Whenever the same word is repeated a
number of times in a passage, it is a clue for the reader or hearer of that story to
pay attention.

Jacob names this place, “Bethel” which means, “the house of God.” Bethel
1s an important place. The Bible mentions it more than any other city except for
Jerusalem. It is in the center of Israel, and at one point, houses the Ark of the

4



Covenant — where the tablets with the Ten Commandments are kept. It will become
an important place of worship for the Northern Kingdom.

One writer also notes, “Early audiences of Genesis likely included people
the Babylonians had conquered and sent to live in exile in Babylonia. There, the
exiles would have heard that Marduk is the supreme God and that Babylon is the
place where heaven and earth meet. ‘Babylon’ even means ‘gate of god,” and it was
home to a massive pyramid-like structure... covered with staircases. Inhabitants of
that city assumed that divine beings traveled up and down these staircases, moving
from heaven to earth and back.”™

Jacob’s story counters that narrative — and declares that God is found in the
middle of Israel and appears to a man who doesn’t deserve it — a man on a run with
an uncertain future. This is where God shows up. And Jacob is surprised. And
while place, a physical space, is absolutely important in this story, I wonder if
place might have another meaning as well for us — a spiritual meaning as well.

When we know our place with God, when we know who we are and whose
we are — when we understand ourselves as beloved children of God, we can rest in
the promises of a God that is for us. When we know our place with God, we can
trust that nothing separates us from God. When we know God, we understand the
nature of God who is the shepherd that seeks out even the one lost lamb, a God
who waits eagerly looking over the horizon to see if we are making our way back
home, a God who extends her wing to cover her chicks, a God who will never
leave us. A God who is so attentive that there is a stairway from heaven to earth
where God’s messengers are busy delivering good news. This is the God Jacob
meets.

When Jacob realizes where he is, and who God is, he makes a vow. Jacob
says, “If God will be with me and will keep me in this way that I go and will give
me bread to eat and clothing to wear, so that I come again to my father’s house in
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peace, then the Lord shall be my God, and this stone, which I have set up for a
pillar, shall be God’s house, and of all that you give me I will surely give one-tenth
to you.”

Now — it might seem like Jacob, even after such a remarkable dream is still
hedging his bets. After all, he starts this vow with, “if.” God gives Jacob a blessing
and a promise, and Jacob starts his vow with, “if.” While God promises safety and
presence, Jacob gets a little more specific in his vow — he would like bread and
clothes and to return to his father’s house in peace. Some believe this means Jacob
has not been changed by his encounter with God — that the trickster is still intact
with a bargaining response with a calculated set of conditions in order for Jacob to
be faithful.

But there are some other interpretations of Jacob’s vow and response.'! A
more charitable version is that Jacob is being smart to test out the vision he saw in
the dream. Questioning and doubt are part of the faith journey. Wise discernment
of a vision is prudent.

Still another interpretation highlights Jacob’s intention to return to this spot,
to Bethel in recognition of what Go has done and will do. Instead of setting
conditions, Jacob, this interpretation suggests, is confirming and paraphrasing
God’s promises and covenant with Jacob — to be with him, to protect and provide
for him, and to return him home safely.

When God speaks to Jacob in the dream, God names Godself as the God of
Abraham and Isaac. Jacob declares that if God’s promises are true, God will also
be Jacob’s God. The covenant and the promises will continue. Jacob’s vow
indicates he is committed to returning to the place where he has encountered God.

Jacob anoints the stone that was his pillow and he sets up an alter. This is an
ancient tradition — to mark sacred places with stones. Sometimes it is to mark a
pathway, other times it may be to signify an important place. These stacked stones
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are pillars, also called cairns. It is a way to remember. But not only that, it is a way
to call attention to something. So that when other travelers happen by, they take
notice. For Jacob, it is a way to say — “God was here.” In a most unexpected place,
a place that Jacob did not think God would be — whether in the physical sense of
somewhere in the middle of Israel, or in a more spiritual way of the place where
Jacob was at his most vulnerable. That is where God was encountered.

More often than not, it is not in the expected places, the powerful places, or
with the “right” kind of people, where we will find God. It is in the small,
insignificant, sometimes dingy places where God arrives. Whether that be in the
middle of the night in the middle of nowhere, or in a manger because there was no
room in the inn, or on the cross, or even to people who we may think don’t deserve
God’ grace.

I have a sign in my office as a reminder. The sign says, “bidden or not, God
is there.” God is with us, even in the most unexpected places, even when we may
not recognize it. One of our tasks is to notice — to look out for God and recognize
when God shows up — because, bidden or not, God will show up.

You will notice a small stack of stones on the communion table, certainly we
know God is in this place. There is also a basket of stones in the hallway up the
center aisle as you leave the sanctuary today. I invite you to take a stone as you
leave worship today, either from the table or from the basket. For those of you at
home, you will need to find your own stone — but that will work just as well. I
invite you, as you go through the coming days, to pay attention and take notice of
the presence of God. It may be somewhere around your home, or work. It may be
somewhere you volunteer, or perhaps at a friend’s house. Maybe somewhere in
nature. It can be almost anywhere that you sense the presence of God. It will likely

be somewhere ordinary, maybe even a place you wouldn’t think God would show



up. And, if you are able, when you notice this place, I invite you to leave the rock
as a reminder that God is present there.

Alternatively, or in addition, if you need a reminder of God’s presence in
your life, and that nothing will separate you from the love of God, you will find a
smaller container with polished rocks. I invite you to take one of those as well and
keep it with you — perhaps in your pocket, or place it somewhere you will see it
regularly, and each time you touch or see it, remember that you are a beloved child
of God, and nothing will separate you from that love.

And my guess is, that once you start looking and noticing, you won’t be able
to stop saying, “How awesome is this place. Surely the Lord is in this place—and I
did not know it!”

Amen.
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